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Content and outcomes of a 2020 workshop series with faith communities
and faith-based organizations in Latin America and the Caribbean
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good level--it was based on experiences and not on theoretical or
abstract concepts like in other presentations. This was a gathering,
and when this happens, we all come out a little transformed, better
and with a lot of hope.”
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organizations from Argentina and Uruguay, September 17, 2020.
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INTRODUCTION
More than 1.5 million people are in prison in

of creating policies, programs and services

Latin America, and that population growing

to protect and accompany these children

in most countries. It is an urgent challenge for

and their families.

governments, civil society, communities and
families to understand and lift up the situation
of children and youth with incarcerated
parents in the region. In dedicating its 2011
Day of General Discussion to the topic, the
United Nations Committee on the Rights
of the Child acknowledged a “low general
level of knowledge regarding children of
incarcerated parents.”
In response to this situation, Church World
Service, in partnership with a group of civil

In 2000, Arigatou International created the

society organizations from Latin America and

Global Network of Religions for Children

the Caribbean that specialize in the defense

to provide a global platform for interfaith

and promotion of the rights of children and

cooperation for the rights and well-being of

adolescents, decided to carry out the first

children. Today, the GNRC has a presence in

regional study on the issue. We published

14 Latin America and the Caribbean countries

Invisible No More in 2014.

with initiatives focused on ending all forms
of violence against children while also

Since then, the CWS Regional Office for

following up on the 10 commitments of the

Latin America and the Caribbean has led

Panama Declaration to End Violence against

and supported actions aimed at shining

Children. The Alliance for the Protection of

a light on the situation of the more than

Children (APN for its initials in Spanish) was

two million Latin American children and

in fact created at the Fifth GNRC Forum held

adolescents who have one of their parents

in Panama in 2017. The APN is an initiative

or relatives incarcerated. Most of these

of faith-based organizations and religious

actions have been carried out together with

communities from El Salvador, Honduras,

the organizations of Plataforma NNAPEs,

Guatemala and Mexico concerned and

of which CWS is a founding member. The

committed to the eradication of violence

Platform is an alliance of organizations that

and its impact on the lives of children, in

promotes and generates actions with the

particular of those at risk of being recruited

goal of producing changes at all levels. Their

by gangs and/or organized crime groups. In

efforts have targeted national and regional

2020, the Alliance published the Guide for

authorities, since they are the ones in charge

the Prevention of Violence against Children
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and Adolescents in El Salvador, Honduras,

parents in the region and involve them in

Guatemala and Mexico in which children with

efforts aimed at, in particular, supporting,

incarcerated parents are identified as one

accompanying

of the prioritized groups for the secondary

resilience

prevention of violence interventions.

families. In this sense, the two organizations

of

and
these

strengthening
children

and

the
their

agreed that, as a first step, they were going
In 2019, the regional office of CWS (now a

to carry out a series of virtual conversations

member of the APN) began a dialogue with

with faith-based organizations and religious

Arigatou international to identify common

communities linked to the GNRC and the

goals and target groups. One of the issues

APN, on how to accompany this group of

both organizations identified was the need

children and their families, from an ethical-

to effectively educate religious leaders about

spiritual approach.1

the situation of children with incarcerated

1
As indicated in the Guide for the Prevention of Violence against Children and Adolescents in El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala
and Mexico (2020 APN, pp. 29 and 30), the ethical and spiritual approach is based on the ethical demand for mutual care
demanded by our relationships with others, and which leads to reflecting on and affirming the human dignity of those who suffer,
those who are discriminated against, those who are victims of violence and injustices (...). This approach helps nurture children’s
spiritual development by strengthening the foundations of their identities, providing them with a sense of purpose and commitment
to themselves and others, strengthening their agency as individuals, and respecting the sanctity of life in all its dimensions.
Available at www.alianzappn.org/publicaciones
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THE CONVERSATIONS
The conversations took place between July and November 2020. They were organized and
coordinated by Silvia Mazzarelli (Arigatou International) and Luciano Cadoni (CWS). These
virtual meetings included support and participation from Plataforma NNAPEs representatives:
Lia Fernández (Gurises Unidos - Uruguay), Celina Obando (INPRHU - Nicaragua), Andrea
Casamento and Belén Garcia Rapisarda (ACIFAD – Prisoners Families Association - Argentina),
Nora Calandra (Colectivo Niñez Encarcelada - Argentina) and Andrea Barrios (Colectivo
Artesana - Guatemala). The reflections were enriched with the testimonies of Felicia (Dominican
Republic), Lucas (Argentina) and Edith and Héctor (Nicaragua), all of whom are youth leaders
who shared their personal stories and views. They helped to better understand the problem
and think about possible approaches.

The first virtual meeting took place on July 30, 2020 and included participants from nine GNRC
members and allies from the Dominican Republic.
Ƴ Brahma Kumaris
Ƴ Caminante Proyecto Educativo
Ƴ Catholic Relief Services
Ƴ Comunidad Bahá’í
Ƴ Fundación Saber Amar
Ƴ Iglesia de Dios
Ƴ Iglesia de Jesucristo de los Santos
de los Últimos Días
Ƴ Muchachos con Don Bosco
Ƴ World Vision
Dominican Judge Kenya Romero and Ana de Medio, GNRC Argentina´s coordinator, also
participated in the meeting.

“Dismantle the belief of a punishing God and replace it with that of a
loving God, who supports and accompanies.”
Conversation with representatives
from the Dominican Republic
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The second conversation took place on September 17, 2020 and counted with the participation
of representatives of organizations from GNRC in Argentina and Uruguay and from CWS partner
organizations.
From Argentina, the nine faith communities and civil society organizations that were
represented are:
Ƴ Casa de Libertad-Hogares de Cristo
Ƴ Centro Comunitario Pinazo
Ƴ Fundación Protestante Hora de
Obrar
Ƴ Iglesia Luterana Unida
Ƴ Iglesia Reformada de Brandsen
Ƴ Mutual Construyendo un Mundo
Nuevo
Ƴ Pastoral de adicciones
Ƴ SEDI
Ƴ Serpaj
Representatives of the following organizations and faith communities from Uruguay also
participated:
Ƴ ChristChurch
Ƴ Comunión Apostólica Ecuménica
Ƴ Egbé Odùgbemi
Ƴ Federación de la Familia
Ƴ Iglesia Católica Antigua

“The prison generates a lot of pain. I ask myself: And where is the Church?
And I think that that pain transcends the prisoner, it affects their family
and children...”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Argentina and Uruguay.

“Bishop Romero said, «Justice is like the serpent: it only bites those
who are barefoot.’ We work with the barefoot.». Accompaniment
is the only thing that can affirm the dignity of children with
incarcerated parents!”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Argentina and Uruguay.
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Finally, the third conversation took place on October 29-30, 2020, and included representatives
from the following organizations that are members Alliance for the Protection of Children from
Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala and Mexico.
Ƴ CELAM
Ƴ Chantik Taj Tajinkutik, México
Ƴ Comisión Justicia y Paz, Provincia
Franciscana del Santo Evangelio, México
Ƴ CWS
Ƴ Federación Luterana Mundial
Ƴ Fundación Marista de Guatemala,
Ƴ GNRC
Ƴ Iglesia Luterana Fe y Esperanza de
Nicaragua
Ƴ Misión Internacional de Justicia, Guatemala
Ƴ Oficina de DDHH del Arzobispado de
Guatemala
Ƴ Pasionistas de Honduras
Ƴ Red Milpa, México
Ƴ World Vision

“How does the team prepare to take care of themselves
emotionally? What mechanisms are in place for self-care? Identify
the emotions, recognize them...”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Central America and Mexico

“It is important to help other children empathize with CIP,
so they stop discriminating.”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Central America and Mexico

“Children or adolescents feel lonely and do not feel a real spiritual connection.
Also, they might be struggling with their faith, they may come to believe that
God does not exist, that God does something that harms, and they do not find
an answer, and many times they do not have someone to guide them.”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Central America and Mexico
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REFLECTIONS
Here are some of the reflections that panelists, experts and youth shared during the conversations:
Ƴ The incarceration of a family member is a traumatic event in the life of a child; an adverse
experience that has multiple effects on their development, in all its dimensions (physical,
mental, moral, social and spiritual). Despite the fact that the spiritual development
is understood as a very important dimension in the child’s life, it is often overlooked,
forgotten or not given due importance when
working with these children and families.
Therefore, when analyzing the main effects of
incarceration in the life of a child, it is important
to reflect on the impact it has on its spiritual
dimension: How does the incarceration of a
parent or a close relative affect the search for
a meaning and a purpose in life? How does it
influence their sense of belonging to the family
and the community, to their roots? What kind of
existential questions does the situation generate
in the child? What impact does it have on the
way they connect to themselves, others, or God/
transcendence?
Ƴ It is important to consider that, in general, the
incarceration of a family member or a relative is
a factor that adds vulnerability to a pre-existing,
and already complex, situation.
Ƴ It is essential to focus on the impact on children and youth but, when addressing the issue,
it is necessary to take into account the opinions and needs of those who care for them
(usually women) and also of the family member deprived of liberty.
Ƴ It should be noted that, due to the circumstances, many families may feel “let down” by
God or have a negative view of faith and religion.
Ƴ The studies that have been carried out indicate that children with a higher level of maturity
and spiritual practice are more resilient, meaning that they are able to manage and cope
better with stressful situations caused by traumatic events. Therefore, strategies aimed
at nurturing their spirituality can become protective factors for children with incarcerated
parents and contribute to strengthening their resilience; re-create bonds, re-signify
traumatic experiences, and reinforce their strengths as “survivors.”
Ƴ Spirituality can be nourished through simple actions carried out in “everyday life”. However,
for people of faith, it is can also be nourished by religious practices. Therefore, faith
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actors can contribute to developing and affirming the spiritual dimension of the child with
incarcerated parents, taking advantage of their spiritual capital that touches the most
private sphere of people and connects them with their inner selves.
Ƴ It is not necessary to have previous working experience with similar populations, but it
is important to note that this issue has specific characteristics that must be considered.
In this regard, it is worth noting that, beyond the fact that usually the characteristics of
children with incarcerated parents and their families are generalized, each case must be
treated in a particular and precise way and may need a specific approach as well.
Ƴ Initially, no special resources are needed to address the issue. It is more about
incorporating it into the actions that are carried out regularly and looking for the best way
to welcome these families by offering them support and accompaniment.
Ƴ It is very likely that for these families and children, the groups or activities that
organizations or communities of faith like yours might create will become the first space
where they share and work through their
experience, and, most importantly, where they
feel heard. There are almost no programs that
specifically address or take into consideration
the needs of these children and families, so
whatever faith communities can offer will
be extremely helpful for them and will make
them feel accompanied, understood and not
discriminated against.
Ƴ The situation that the family is facing can
also be seen as an opportunity. It is important to understand though, that the process
has different moments/phases and each of them is very particular: arrest, preventive
detention, trial, final sentence/conviction, accompaniment during imprisonment / visits,
release...
Ƴ Initially, prison generates rejection in most people and staff members of organizations and
teams. This is why it is important that an internal awareness process is carried out as well.

“I found God during my incarceration. I asked God. And I also encouraged my
daughters to believe. Before prison, they had no contact with God. God helped
them a lot. The key was when they had the opportunity to go to a Christian
camp. It filled their spirits and souls.”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from Argentina and Uruguay.
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Based on listening to these testimonies and the information that was shared during the
meetings, some of the reflections of the participants were:
Ƴ It is an issue that affects a lot of people and that we can and must address.
Ƴ From faith communities and faith-based organizations, we have much to offer these
families. We can provide a lot of support. By accompanying them, we can restore dignity
to these children and their families.

“We all have a role to play. Let us seek what is the unique and special
contribution that we can offer from our faith communities.”
Participant, Conversation with
representatives from Dominican Republic.

Ƴ In addition to accompanying and attending, we must help to make these issues visible. We
have to be prophetic and work in partnerships in order to accompany and support this group.

“The spiritual accompaniment should include a component of restorative
justice of rights. It is not an individual problem; it’s a collective problem
that needs to be addressed.”
Participant, Conversation with representatives
from organizations in Argentina and Uruguay.

Ƴ We must create awareness with our colleagues and others that work in partner
organizations. At the same time, it is necessary to prepare the teams to take care of
themselves emotionally. Promote self-care mechanisms. Take care of the caregiver.
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RECOMENDATIONS
Some of the actions that can be carried out by faith-based communities and organizations to
support these children and families are:
Ƴ Recognize and identify children with incarcerated parents and their families within
the population you already serve. For example, incorporate a related question into
questionnaires or registration forms you use for programs and initiatives.
Ƴ If possible, once the families have been identified, carry out a characterization of the
different situations that these families are in. Analyze how incarceration is impacting on
the different dimensions of the life of the child: in his/her spiritual development, on the
exercise of his/her rights (right to education, right to health, among others) and also pay
attention to the changes that have occurred in the family.
Ƴ A possible GNRC research project could be focused on analyzing how children with
incarcerated parents practice their faith, and/or on how spiritual nourishment can
strengthen their resilience.
Ƴ Sensitize and train staff members and/or those who are in contact with these families/
work on the ground.
྆Conduct workshops and make materials available. Also, listening to the families,
children and youth is the best way to learn.
྆Train them on emotional and spiritual accompaniment methodologies, psychological
first aid, recreational tools, etc.
“The spiritual accompaniment should include a component of restorative justice of rights.
It is not an individual problem; it’s a collective problem that needs to be addressed.”
Participant, Conversation with representatives from organizations in Argentina and Uruguay.

Ƴ Implement actions so that families know that faith organizations/communities are
“friendly” spaces for them. Places where they can find empathy, accompaniment,
information and advice.
Ƴ If possible, specific psychosocial support and spiritual accompaniment programs and
services should be provided for children with incarcerated parents and their families,
prioritizing actions that strengthen their spiritual development as a factor of resilience, but
without proselytizing.
Ƴ If the above is not possible, providing a space for these families to meet and / or ensure
that they are included in the activities (educational - cultural - recreational- spiritual) is of
the utmost importance.
Ƴ Beyond the direct work with this group, it is important to:
྆Create awareness with peer groups (children and adults) and other community actors to
prevent discrimination and rejection of CIP and their families, for example in schools.
྆Strengthen the advocacy work of faith communities and faith-based organizations
regarding the issue.
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